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Language Learning Interest at a New Management University in Multilingual Singapore 
Wharton, Glenn  
Foreign Language Annals, 38.4 (Winter 2005): 544-553. 
 
Abstract: 
The purpose of this article is fourfold: first, to report on a university-wide survey assessing demand 
among bilingual undergraduates for foreign language study in a management university in Singapore; 
second, to determine those factors influencing students' foreign language choice and also those 
influencing decisions not to pursue foreign language study; third, to discuss how the results contribute 
to curricular planning for foreign language provision; and fourth, to provide readers with a non-U.S. or 
European perspective on the issues of foreign language learning interest and choice. Using an online 
survey, results from 708 respondents indicated that, although already bilingual, an overwhelming 
majority demanded more opportunities for foreign language study, particularly for Japanese, French, 
and Spanish. Students' primary motivations were a desire to learn about the target culture and enhance 
employment marketability. 
 
Key words: Asia, business, education, language planning, multilingualism 
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Introduction 
In the new global world, English has emerged as the de facto international language of business 
(Bruthiaux, 2002; Graddol, 1997; Koch, 1997; Vande Berg, 1997). Consequently perhaps, in most English-
dominant settings, monolingualism in English is often seen as being an adequate, if not preferred, 
language model and sufficient for operation in the global marketplace. 
However, despite an increasingly homogenized world culture dominated by English, we also see both a 
trend for groups around the world to emphasize their own cultural and linguistic uniqueness and also an 
increasing recognition of the world as a bi/multilingual context where monolingualism is the exception 
and linguistic diversity the norm. It may thus be time to begin to view the future in multilingual terms, a 
future in which English alone may well become insufficient. Indeed, a good number of researchers 
(Domke-Damont, 2001; Koch, 1997; Panella, 1998; Gump, 2003; Uber Grosse, 2001, 2004) have stressed 
the importance of developing cultural and foreign language fluency as one goal of international business 
communication instruction in the 21st century. 
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Recent evidence (Beyer & Ebeid, 2003; Rogers & Arn, 1998; Rose & Wood, 2004; Schorr, 2000) seems to 
suggest that even in the traditionally monolingual culture of the United States, some business schools 
are now paying more attention to foreign language and culture training and requiring that students be 
exposed to at least one foreign language and its culture. However, given the increasingly competitive 
international job marketplace, one wonders whether enough is being done now to insure that students 
from predominantly monolingual cultures (e.g., the United Kingdom and particularly the United States) 
are as prepared as they could be for what lies ahead. Are they perhaps at a competitive disadvantage 
compared to their business student counterparts in other parts of the world and what are business 
schools elsewhere doing to prepare students for future employment? 
The descriptive first part of the study
1
 reported here discusses these issues and takes as its context that 
of a new management university in Singapore, a multicultural metropolis where multilingualism is 
actively promoted by the government and where all university students are already bilingual, including 
being proficient in English. This then is a setting different from that in the United States, but perhaps not 
so different from that in many other parts of the world, where knowing more than one language tends 
to be more the norm. 
More specifically, this article reports on a study that explored language learning interest among the 
undergraduate business student population at Singapore Management University with the aim of 
advising university administrators on the choice of which languages, if any, should be taught. The article 
also discusses some of the study’s possible implications for students and business schools in the rest of 
the world, particularly those in the monolingual English-speaking world. 
 
Research Questions 
Using an online survey distributed to all undergraduate university students, answers were sought to 
questions in the following research areas: 
1. What is the level of demand, if any, for foreign language study among the undergraduate student 
population? 
2. Which factors influence these students in selecting a foreign language? 
3. Which factors influence such students not to pursue foreign language study? 
 
 
                                                          
1
 In the second ongoing part of the study to be reported at a later date, the project applies economic utility theory 
to the question of why students decide to learn a specific foreign language, an investigation similar in many ways 
to an interesting study by Uber Grosse and her colleagues (1998), who themselves called for more research on 
factors influencing student foreign language choice. 
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Relevant Literature 
Student attitudes toward the inclusion of foreign language training in degree programs have likely 
changed as the job marketplace has become ever more global, particularly over the last two decades. 
For example, in their study of U.S. business school undergraduates, Stone and Rubenfeld (1989) 
concluded that the chief obstacle to successful implementation of foreign language courses was the 
small percentage of U.S. business majors wishing to include foreign language training in their degree 
programs-attitudes perhaps reflective of a different more isolationist era. More recent findings from 
studies in the United States (Antes, 1999; Guntermann, Hendrickson, & de Urioste, 1996; Roberts, 1992; 
Siskin, Knowles, & Davis, 1996; Uber Grosse, 2004) and also the United Kingdom (e.g., Kenning, 2001) 
have suggested a strong demand for foreign language study. However, most of these later studies 
included undergraduates from all disciplines, not simply business, and usually investigated perceptions 
among undergraduates already enrolled in foreign language study-undergraduates who are in a sense 
self-selected and probably view foreign language study more positively. 
As to student rationale for the decision to enroll in foreign language coursework, the majority of studies 
indicate similar reasons. Although research subjects differed by academic specialization and by 
educational level (i.e., undergraduate vs. postgraduate status), researchers in the United Kingdom 
(Kenning, 2001) and the United States (Antes, 1999; Guntermann et al., 1996; Roberts, 1992; Siskin et al., 
1996; Uber Grosse, Tuman, & Critz, 1998) have found the desire and expectation of foreign travel, 
interest in the target community and its culture, and employment and economic opportunities to be the 
major factors influencing students' wish to engage in foreign language study.
2
 
However, all these studies have a North American or UK context and a more international perspective 
would perhaps help to provide some balance. This call for a more international perspective has been 
echoed in the Modern Language Journal's (MLJ) first "Perspectives" feature, in which the editor (Byrnes, 
2002) noted from extensive reading conducted of past MLJ issues "the trend to near-exclusive 
treatment of issues from a U.S. or a North American perspective" (p. 242), with the issue of language 
choice at postsecondary level among them. 
Indeed, comparisons and perspectives from outside North America and Europe are perhaps timely and 
topical given the ever-increasing media attention on the issues of outsourcing, moving jobs overseas, 
making oneself internationally competitive, increasing awareness of the economic powerhouse which is 
Asia, and the like. 
 
Singapore Context 
Singapore is a multiethnic, multilingual speech community of approximately four million inhabitants 
with an ethnic distribution of Chinese (77%), Malays (14%), Indians (8%), and others (1%). University 
students are bilingual, with bilingualism comprising proficiency in both English and also the language of 
                                                          
2
 It is important to note that this study was not designed with the aim of contributing to the research on the theory 
of motivation for foreign language learning. For this reason, no review of the motivation literature is included. 
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one's ethnic group (Pakir, 1994), which is usually one of the other official languages (i.e., Mandarin, 
Malay, Tamil). Some are also proficient in a third language, usually one of the other official languages. 
In Singapore, English is the dominant language, being the medium of education at all levels, the 
language of business and government, and the lingua franca for interethnic and often intraethnic 
communication. Indeed, the ability to speak English is considered crucial to the country's future. Since 
the last Asian financial crisis, the Singapore government has devoted much of its energies to developing 
the island-state as a regional knowledge-based hub with a highly skilled service sector proficient in 
English (Rubdy, 2001). 
Although at primary and secondary levels of education students study two languages, namely English 
and their mother tongue, relatively few have the opportunity to study a foreign language as opposed to 
a second language (L2) (i.e., one not among the four aforementioned official languages). 
Only those students ranked among the top 10% in the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) and 
having a special ability in languages are eligible to apply to study a foreign language from the first year 
of secondary school onwards. This study of a foreign language is in addition to the mandatory study of 
English and their mother tongue. If selected, students attend foreign language classes twice weekly 
outside normal class time at the Ministry of Education Language Centre, where choice is limited to 
Japanese, French, or German. Students may instead opt to study Malay, but only if it is not their mother 
tongue and has not been studied at primary level. Those opting for Japanese are required to have 
knowledge of Chinese since the standard written form of Japanese also uses Kanji (Chinese characters). 
 
University Context 
It is important to note that the setting for the study was a new management university less than 3 years 
old at the time of the survey. Similar to business schools elsewhere but particularly in the United States, 
foreign language education at the university is not an issue of primary concern to administrators given 
the inevitable concentration on business-related coursework. The strength of this concentration is 
indicated by the university requirement that students need only four general education (GE) electives 
(e.g., foreign languages) from a total of 35 courses to graduate. In fact, many students do fewer than 
four as they are entitled to seek exemptions, resulting in a rather more specialized, narrower-based 
education program relative to many undergraduate business programs elsewhere in the world. For 
example, there is no liberal arts curriculum except in the GE electives. (This may perhaps be attributed in 
part to the fact that secondary level education in Singapore, as in Europe, generally takes students to 
more advanced levels in most courses than in the United States, for example.) Consequently, 
administrators need to be persuaded first of the idea of foreign language education as an option 
complementing the main focus of study and second of student demand for foreign language coursework. 
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Understanding student curricular preferences, including those for foreign languages, clearly helps 
administrators predict enrollments and plan courses and budgets. In addition, the need to involve 
learners in the decision-making process about what they learn is vital and even more so in business 
schools, where students are continually taught the importance in the business world of satisfying 
customer needs, in this case, those of students and/or their parents as the paying customers. Better 
information about these learner needs and expectations is all the more necessary as many studies have 
highlighted both the existence of different opinions among teachers and learners and also ignorance 
among teachers and administrators about what students like or consider an integral part of their 
education (Horwitz, 1988; Spratt, 1999). 
 
Methodology 
The questionnaire was developed through an analysis of foreign language learning surveys in other 
studies and informal discussions with university students. It was pretested with student teaching 
assistants, its items revised to improve clarity, and the final draft of the 15-item survey instrument then 
formatted, using radio buttons, for use as an online survey. Finally, it was pretested online to eliminate 
any technical problems. The survey consisted of a combination of question types (see Appendix): in 
some questions, students chose the one answer that best expressed their opinion; in others, they chose 
all that applied or rated their preferences. 
All undergraduate students were sent an e-mail in week 8 of the term. The e-mail contained a link to the 
online survey, stored on the university server, and an invitation to all students to participate, producing 
a response rate of 35%. After a second e-mail reminder in week 11, the number of respondents 
increased to 708, or 49% of the total undergraduate population (1,438). 
An advantage to the online survey was that it was programmed to eliminate the potential for any 
missing values and the submission of any incomplete survey. For example, if students attempted either 
to proceed to another question without responding to all items in a previous question or to omit that 
question, they were prompted by a pop-up reminder to answer the question or all items in that 
question before being allowed to continue. 
 
Results 
The 708 respondents consisted of 544 (77%) females and 164 (23%) males, admittedly unbalanced, but 
reflective of the undergraduate population as a whole (71% female vs. 29% male). Of the 708, 319 (45%) 
were freshmen, 235 (33%) sophomores, 145 (21%) juniors, and 9 (1%) foreign exchange students.
3
 This 
breakdown closely matched that of the total student population (44% freshmen, 36% sophomores, 20% 
juniors). All respondents came from the three schools of Business, Accountancy, and Economics and 
Social Sciences. 
                                                          
3
 No seniors present as the university was only 3 years old at the time of the study. 
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Level of Demand for Foreign Language Study Among University Student Population 
One might have hypothesized that Singaporean business students would not be interested in foreign 
language (i.e., non-English) study if already bi- or multilingual and proficient in English. However, the 
data do not support that hypothesis. 
The most obvious finding is the overwhelming demand for foreign language study, with 643 respondents 
(91%) indicating an interest in non-English university foreign language coursework to fulfill part of their 
General Elective (GE) requirements. This level of interest is all the more surprising given the fact that 
these students have to complete at most only four GEs throughout their whole program.
4
 
Of those 643, 96% were in favor of the university offering more than the three languages scheduled for 
that academic year, namely, Mandarin, Malay, and Spanish. Given that Mandarin and Malay are already 
spoken as first (L1), second (L2), or third (L3) languages by a large percentage of the student population, 
this finding was not unexpected. 
The foreign languages students were most interested in studying were Japanese, French, and Spanish, 
respectively (see Table 1). No other language among those listed in the survey registered more than a 
7% popularity rating; interestingly, no Asian languages other than Japanese registered strong demand. 
In the Other (languages) category, Korean was the most reported foreign language choice, but its 
proponents amounted to less than 2%. 
The demand for Japanese among the university population in this study is not surprising. It may be 
attributed in large part to Japan's dominant economic position in Asia, with Singapore one of Japan's 
most important trade partners, and also to its influential pop culture, particularly in East Asia. Although 
Japanese has likewise become more popular in the United States, where collegiate enrollments have 
increased from 4,324 in 1968 to about 45,000 annually in the 1990s (Rodd, 2002), it only competes with 
Italian as the fourth most popular foreign language, after Spanish, French, and German. Similarly, in the 
United Kingdom, Kenning's 2001 study suggested that Japanese once again does not figure among the 
three most popular foreign languages among university students; her order of foreign language student 
preference being French, Spanish, and German, followed by Italian, Japanese, and Russian. However, 
when making such comparisons, it is important to remember that Mandarin and the standard written 
form of Japanese both use Kanji characters; therefore, the many Singaporean students literate in 
Mandarin would presumably find learning Japanese easier than their counterparts in North America and 
Europe and this may influence their foreign language choice. 
 
                                                          
4
 It must be noted that half the student body chose not to respond to the survey. One can only speculate as to 
their failure to take an opportunity to voice an opinion on the issue. Perhaps some did not respond because they 
had no interest in taking a foreign language, did not believe student opinions would count for much, could not 
afford the time for the survey, or were generally apathetic. 
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FOREIGN  PREFERENCE 
The relatively low percentages recorded for Mandarin and Malay may be attributed to the reason 
discussed earlier, with students presumably seeing little need to formally study them further. The less 
than 7% recorded interest in German in this study is perhaps reflective of its decreasing popularity as a 
foreign language of choice, if not internationally then certainly among the U.S. collegiate student 
population, from 19% of all collegiate language enrollments in 1968 to 8% in 1998 (Lambert, 2001). 
A further indication of the considerable interest in university foreign language learning can be seen by 
over half (51%) reporting a belief that their desired foreign language would be either difficult or very 
difficult to learn. Students often choose GEs based on how easy it is to get a high grade or how little 
time they need to study such subjects. These two factors would not appear to apply in these students' 
choice of a foreign language as an elective, further evidence suggesting a high level of interest for 
university foreign language study in this already multilingual student population. 
 
Factors That Influence Students in Selecting a Foreign Language 
The reasons deemed to be most influential in the choice of foreign language preference were a desire to 
travel to countries where the foreign language was spoken and an affinity with its culture (see Table 2). 
These motives were followed by student perception of employment opportunities afforded by 
knowledge of that foreign language and of the economic importance of the language. The ease of 
learning the preferred foreign language was of comparatively less importance, as was that of the 
proximity to Singapore of countries where the foreign language was spoken. 
The results appear to be broadly in line with previous enquiries about motivational factors in students' 
foreign language choice (Antes, 1999; Guntermann et al., 1996; Roberts, 1992; Siskin et al., 1996; Uber 
Grosse et al, 1998). 
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Factors That Influence Students To Not Pursue Foreign Language Study 
Only 65 (9%) of all respondents indicated that they were not interested in taking a foreign language to 
fulfill GE requirements (see Table 3). 
Many of the most frequently cited reasons, however, do not imply a lack of interest in university foreign 
language study per se. For example, the reason most often reported (by 47 respondents) is that the 
language desired was not currently offered at the university. In other words, some of those who 
reported a lack of interest in foreign language study at the university did so simply due to almost 
nonexistent foreign language course choice at that time. In the fourth most cited reason, namely the 
Other (open-ended) response category for this item, 9 students commented that they were not 
interested as they were already taking a foreign language outside the university or had already taken 
one. Perhaps they did so once they had noted the limited foreign language offerings at the university. 
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REASONS FOR FOREIGN PREFERENCE 
The second and third most frequently stated reasons, "foreign language study takes too much time" and 
"GPA will suffer if I study a foreign language," arguably reflect not so much a lack of foreign language 
course interest as a higher priority given to practical matters; namely, that students would rather 
choose electives that take up less study time and are deemed easier, thus allowing them to concentrate 
on the study of their core (management) subjects and improvement of their GPA. Those whose reason 
was their exemption from GEs clearly indicates that they have no incentive to do non-business 
coursework. If GEs did not form such a small component of their programs, perhaps they too might be 
interested in pursuing foreign language study. 
 
REASONS TO NOT PURSUE FOREIGN STUDY 
Curricular Planning for Foreign Language Provision A fourth objective of the study was to assist in future 
curricular planning for language provision. The data obtained here illustrate the utility of such surveys in 
guiding administrators' decisions. First of all, it would presumably be of interest to the university 
administrators to know that 54% of those wishing to pursue foreign language study reported already 
having seen foreign languages announced as GEs on the university Web site. This is significant since 
many students were therefore clearly aware that the university had advertised for some time foreign 
language coursework as part of the curriculum. In fact, in a number of informal focus group interviews, 
students complained about what they perceived as a lack of foreign language choice despite the Web 
site mention of foreign language course offerings dating from the university inauguration. Many 
remarked, for example, that they did not consider the offerings of Mandarin and Malay as foreign 
languages, but as an Ll or L2 in which they were already proficient and/or which they had ample 
opportunity to practice and study off campus. 
Another important finding is that the large majority of students (461, or 72%) envisage finding 
employment after graduation with a multinational company (MNC), with only 121 (19%) expecting to be 
employed with either a government organization or local firm. Perhaps, many in the former category 
believe that foreign language competency will prove useful in a professional context, increase their 
marketability, and/or be helpful in career advancement. Given the small size of the city-state of 
Singapore, the likelihood of its graduates living in other countries at some stage in their careers is very 
strong compared to those of graduates in other much larger nations, and more so if employed by a MNC. 
It also helps administrators to know the level of foreign language courses to offer so as to maximize 
resources by finding the right fit between course provision and demand. Findings show that the vast 
majority (509, or 79%) had no prior formal study, with only 8% (54) reporting more than one year of 
study. In addition, in response to another survey question, 74% (477) reported not having spent any 
time in a country where their foreign language of choice was spoken. 
These findings are reflective of the aforementioned few opportunities in Singapore for foreign language 
study at primary and secondary levels and the fact that Singaporean students do not enjoy the 
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advantages of their North American and European counterparts of proximity to countries where their 
most popular reported foreign language choices are spoken (i.e., Japanese, French, and Spanish). French 
and Spanish are spoken on continents thousands of kilometers away and even Tokyo is a 6-hour flight 
from Singapore. 
Although, admittedly, expressions of interest do not guarantee enrollments, the massive demand 
reported suggests that language provision, at least for Japanese and French, together with Spanish, 
needs to be expanded and that the demand for these three languages could be met initially by offering 
elementary level courses. 
Despite the fact that the foreign language courses at the university are currently oversubscribed and 
student interest in pursuing more than 1 year of foreign language study is virtually guaranteed, 
administrators currently have no intention of offering any intermediate level courses. Students have a 
graduation requirement of only four GEs, one of which must be in the sciences, so there is little or no 
room in the present curriculum for foreign language expansion into more advanced levels. 
If administrators were to offer at least these three foreign languages at elementary levels, then study 
abroad programs in countries where those foreign languages are spoken would subsequently give some 
students the opportunity to advance their knowledge of their preferred foreign language rapidly in situ. 
The student demand for foreign language coursework is clearly present here, but only time will tell 
whether business school and university administrators are willing to respond appropriately. Some 
research (Koch, 1997), albeit from the traditionally monolingual culture of the United States, has 
suggested that program directors consider student demand and the fit of foreign language courses in 
the curriculum as the most important factors influencing decisions about whether or not to include such 
courses. If administrators at the university where the present study was conducted similarly viewed the 
criterion of student demand as the most important and adhere to their oft-stated guideline that course 
offerings must be ‘customer-driven’, then it is difficult to imagine how such huge demand could be 
ignored.
5
 
 
 
 
                                                          
5
 Just before the submission of the second draft of this article, administrators decided to add Elementary 
Japanese I effective January, 2005. A continuation of that course, Elementary Japanese II, may be added in 
future semesters. The decision to add Japanese was a direct result of the survey findings and also the 
consideration that the language is important in terms of both business and the region. The decision of 
whether to add Elementary French I has been shelved for now. Important considerations were that French is 
not a regional language and also the close proximity of a branch of the Alliance Française; in contrast, for 
example, Singapore currently has no Institute Cervantes, the Spanish language equivalent. Unless 
circumstances change, no other languages will be offered for the foreseeable future. 
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Conclusions and Implications 
The already multilingual business student population in this study apparently is convinced that foreign 
language skills will be applicable in their personal and professional lives and that knowledge of 
languages in addition to English and other official languages in Singapore (which includes Mandarin) will 
be increasingly important in a globally competitive market. 
It is difficult to disagree with their conviction. Indeed, it seems ever more obvious that, as national and 
regional trade boundaries continue to fall in an expanding global marketplace, an increasing number of 
multinational organizations will need managers and graduates offering foreign language and 
intercultural skills. Singaporean business graduates and their multilingual counterparts elsewhere 
offering such skills will likely become more attractive to MNCs whereas those unfortunate enough to be 
monolingual, even if that language is English, might find themselves increasingly less marketable, less 
able to compete in the global job market. 
As Peel (2001) noted, the triumph of the English language in world commerce, technology, culture, and 
science is a wonderful convenience for those who speak English as an L1. However, if the end result in 
some parts of the English-speaking world is a lack of interest in learning the languages of others, 
perhaps even of one's target markets, then this reduces the ability to understand others' cultures and 
ways of thinking, to understand one's potential business customers. 
Although some administrators may argue that foreign languages are not important enough to include in 
a core business curriculum, foreign language study indisputably broadens students' global knowledge, 
helps provide an international perspective, and provides a foundation for those students participating in 
the increasing number of travel and study abroad programs that provide multicultural experience. 
Foreign language courses are also seen as serving to complement business programs by the accrediting 
agency AACSB International (previously American Assembly of Collegiate Schools of Business), which has 
guidelines for the internationalization of business programs. This is significant because business schools 
the world over, including those in Singapore, seek management education accreditation from AACSB 
International. 
Finally, to return to a question posed in the introduction to this article, namely whether monolingual, 
English-speaking business students are at a competitive disadvantage compared to their counterparts in 
other parts of the world, perhaps there is no more appropriate way to conclude than to quote Gump 
(2003), a U.S. MBA student at a UK business school at the time of his publication: 
Perhaps English will conquer, as the one and only language for international business-or perhaps not. As 
a monolingual, native speaker of English who plans to pursue (or is even currently involved with) a 
career in international business, the only way to be prepared for either outcome is to learn a foreign 
language, (p. 53) 
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